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Abstract

This paper considers the utilisation, appropriation, and renegotiation of colonial knowledge in the
form of land and population registers by local litigants in eighteenth-century Dutch colonial Sri
Lanka. Using a database compiled from thirty-three civil court cases held before the Landraad
rural council of Colombo, I highlight how Lankan litigants frequently used the colonial thombo reg-
isters as evidence to have their property recognised. Moreover, I show that these registers were not
just utilised but also altered through this process, particularly through the promotion of alternative
knowledge in the form of local witness testimonies and ola palm leaf documents during court cases.
I subsequently argue that we should reconsider how we view colonial knowledge. Rather than a sta-
tic, top-down view from a foreign bureaucracy on a colonised society, this knowledge could be
appropriated and even altered through the acts of local agents, in turn changing what was
known by the colonial state and thus creating a “looping effect” of knowledge production.
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Introduction

In 2012, the late C. A. Bayly wrote that colonial histories up until then had primarily pre-
sented moments of registration as “instrumental intrusions, or even ‘epistemic violence’
on society perpetrated by colonial states intent on extracting revenue or classifying peo-
ple.”1 He urged historians to start looking past this Foucauldian lens and highlight the
plurality of stakeholders involved in and utilising the registration processes that were
part of imperial projects around the world. While the pluralistic and negotiable character
of other domains and instruments of imperial and colonial states have been highlighted in
recent literature, most prominently regarding legal pluralism, registration continues to be
primarily understood as a tool for legibility and governmentality.2 Looking at the case of
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1 C. A. Bayly, “Foreword by C. A. Bayly,” in Registration and Recognition: Documenting the Person in World History,
ed. Simon Szreter and Keith Breckenridge (London: British Academy, 2012), ix.

2 An exception being Michael Szonyi, The Art of Being Governed: Everyday Politics in Late Imperial China (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2017), as well as the recently published (2023) special issue of Law and History
Review (41:3), of which I was one of the contributors. The issue seeks to highlight the fact that imperial bureau-
cracies (including registration practices) were malleable from the bottom up, an idea strongly shared by this col-
lection of articles.
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eighteenth-century Dutch colonial Sri Lanka, I argue that registration as a colonial insti-
tution should similarly be reconsidered. Especially since registers were arguably even
more deeply impacted through the actions of indigenous actors than legal institutions.
Namely, because, first, those that were registered could negotiate what was registered dur-
ing the process of registration, and this could later offer a form of recognition (most prom-
inently in legal contexts). And second, and most importantly for this paper, while utilised
as recognising documents, the registers could in turn be changed when the colonial
authorities were confronted with new information—as I will demonstrate.

Both land tenure and registration are prevalent themes throughout Sri Lanka’s history.
In the precolonial societies, the importance of land ownership and tenure, and the inher-
itability of (caste-related) labour services, had led to an extensive documenting culture.3

The early European colonial encounters with Sri Lanka’s (coastal) society were charac-
terised by the colonisers’ attempts to reap the benefits from the long-existing tenurial
system, and document them—often using local scribes and records.4 At the same time,
this caused the respective colonial governments to having to deal with many conflicts
and negotiations regarding land, labour and property with the local population.
Subsequently, local communities, families and litigants became more and more experi-
enced and skilled in navigating such institutions implemented by the colonial states,
one of which being the colonial land and population registers (the thombos).5

In this paper I will present several cases of the Dutch East India Company’s (hereafter
VOC, or Company) rural court (Landraad) of the Colombo province in Sri Lanka where
indigenous litigants utilised the thombo registers to gain an advantage in civil court
cases. I will show that these registers afforded the litigants recognition of their property
and their personhood, while also highlighting that, in several cases, locally produced
documents (such as the inscribed, dried palm leaves or olas) could actually be favoured
by the colonial council over the colonial registers. Subsequently, this “local knowledge”
could change the colonial registers at the council’s request, setting up my central thesis
that these registers were not just the product of a unidirectional knowledge production
process, but affected by those recorded in it.

To test this hypothesis, I will be using a database encompassing thirty-three civil court
cases that were held at the Colombo Landraad between 1767 and 1776.6 As we shall see
below, nearly all of the cases included at least one indigenous, or non-European, party.
Most of them (19) revolved around conflict regarding land or other property. The others
regarded a contested estate or inheritance (6), a loan or debt that had remained unful-
filled (3), a dispute about the registration of property (2), a disagreement following the

3 Stephen C. Berkwitz, “Materiality and Merit in Sri Lankan Buddhist Manuscripts,” in Buddhist Manuscript
Cultures: Knowledge, Ritual, and Art, ed. Stephen C. Berkwitz, Juliane Schober, and Claudia Brown (New York:
Routledge, 2009), 35–49; for a more substantial study on the relationship between pre-, para-, and colonial doc-
umenting cultures in Sri Lanka, see the contribution of Dries Lyna and myself to the aforementioned special issue
in LHR: “Material Pluralism and Symbolic Violence. Palm Leaf Deeds and Paper Land Grants in Colonial Sri Lanka,
1680–1795,” Law and History Review 41:3 (2023), 453–77.

4 See, e.g., D. A. Kotelawele, “Agrarian Policies of the Dutch in South-West Ceylon, 1743–1767,” A.A.G. Bijdragen
14 (1967), 3–34; S. Arasaratnam, “Elements of Social and Economic Change in Dutch Maritime Ceylon (Sri Lanka)
1658–1796,” Indian Economic & Social History Review 22:1 (1985), 35–54; José Vicente Serrão, “The Portuguese Land
Policies in Ceylon: On the Possibilities and Limits of a Process of Territorial Occupation,” in Property Rights, Land
and Territory in the European Overseas Empires, ed. José Vicente Serrão et al. (Lisbon: CEHC, 2014).

5 Nadeera Rupesinghe, Lawmaking in Dutch Sri Lanka: Navigating Pluralities in a Colonial Society (Leiden: Leiden
University Press, 2023).

6 Based on Sri Lankan National Archive (SLNA), Lot 1: Dutch records, inv. numbers: 4784, 4785, 4787, 4789,
“process-books” of the Landraad from 1767, 1769, 1773, and 1775 respectively. Some of the cases were matters
that were being reopened or continued after a hiatus, so some of them go back as far as the 1740s.
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transaction of a plot of land (1), the custody of a child (1), and a case surrounding alleged
assault (1).7 In the first segment of the paper I shall give a brief overview of the
Landraad’s institutional history within the context of legal pluralism that persisted in
colonial Sri Lanka at the time.8 This will offer some context for the subsequent two seg-
ments, in which I will, respectively, introduce the actors that were facing litigation in the
Landraad’s court room and the types of conflicts they were embroiled in, and the utilisa-
tion of colonial documentation (particularly the thombo registers) by said actors.
Ultimately, I aim to highlight the utilisation of colonial records (both registers and
deeds) by local litigants and—most importantly—reflect on how such records were appro-
priated and then, crucially, altered by local actors, and what that implies for our under-
standing of registration and law in a colonial context.9

With regard to the overarching objective of this special issue, I will especially focus on
how the utilisation of colonial documents as legal evidence could see such documents
(and thus colonial knowledge) altered, and how local knowledge (e.g., through witness
statements and locally produced documents) could impact colonial knowledge—highlight-
ing the proposed “looping effect.”

The Colombo Landraad, a Brief Institutional History

Over the last few years, the judicial system that was present in Dutch colonial Asia has
received a fair amount of attention in the literature.10 In the wake of groundbreaking
work on legal pluralism in empires initiated by scholars such as Lauren Benton, Tamar
Herzog, and Paul Halliday, Nadeera Rupesinghe, Alicia Schrikker, and Dries Lyna, amongst
others, have identified similar mechanisms where local customs shaped colonial law-
making in the territories controlled by the VOC in Sri Lanka.11 Specifically in regards
to the Sinhalese customs and laws that were maintained in the southwestern lowlands
of the island, which would remain uncodified until the nineteenth century, it has
been shown that the different colonial courts created by the VOC at the time offered sig-
nificant room for negotiation.12 Similarly, the classification of people by different colonial
institutions at the time was demonstratably dynamic, and local agents could—to some

7 With the latter being an exception, as such cases were usually handled by the Court of Justice in the form of
a criminal case.

8 Rupesinghe, Lawmaking in Dutch Sri Lanka; Alicia Schrikker and Dries Lyna, “Threads of the Legal Web: Dutch
Law and Everyday Colonialism in Eighteenth-Century Asia,” in The Uses of Justice in Global Perspective 1600–1900, ed.
Manon Van der Heijden, Griet Vermeesch, and Jaco Zuijderduijn (London: Routledge, 2019), 42–56.

9 A more thorough analysis of the actual process of registration in eighteenth-century Sri Lanka can be found
in my dissertation on which the article is partially based, Luc Bulten, “Reconsidering Colonial Registration. Social
Histories of Lives, Land, and Labour in Eighteenth-Century Sri Lanka,” (Radboud University, 2023).

10 See, for example, the 2018 “The Indian Ocean of Law: Hybridity and Space” special issue published in
Itinerario (42:2), where contributions from Mahmood Kooria, Byapti Sur, and Nadeera Rupesinghe specifically
regarded the plurality of legal practices throughout VOC-governed Asia.

11 Lauren Benton, Law and Colonial Cultures: Legal Regimes in World History, 1400–1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002); Tamar Herzog, Upholding Justice: Society, State, and the Penal System in Quito (1650–1750)
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004); Paul Halliday, “Laws’ Histories: Pluralisms, Pluralities,
Diversity,” in Legal Pluralism and Empires, 1500–1850, ed. Lauren Benton and Richard Ross (New York: NYU Press,
2013); Nadeera Rupesinghe, “Do You Know the Ninth Commandment? Tensions of the Oath in Dutch Colonial
Sri Lanka,” Comparative Legal History 7:1 (2019), 37–66; Schrikker and Lyna, “Threads of the Legal Web”;
Rupesinghe, Lawmaking in Dutch Sri Lanka.

12 For example, regarding conjugal norms specifically, see Luc Bulten, Jan Kok, Dries Lyna, and Nadeera
Rupesinghe, “Contested Conjugality? Sinhalese Marriage Practices in Eighteenth-Century Dutch Colonial Sri
Lanka,” Annales de Démographie Historique 135:1 (2018), 51–80. Also see Jan Kok, Luc Bulten, and Bente M. de
Leede, “Persecuted or Permitted? Fraternal Polyandry in a Calvinist Colony, Sri Lanka (Ceylon), Seventeenth
and Eighteenth Centuries,” Continuity and Change 36:3 (2021), 331–55.
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extent—influence the way they were recorded by the institutions belonging to the colo-
nial state.13

Despite this apparent fluidity, the Company’s legal system in Sri Lanka was organised
within a rigorous structure, at least on paper. The Council of Justice in Batavia (present-
day Jakarta) was formally the highest judicial institution from where the VOC’s laws were
compiled and published, also for the specific domains governed by the Company in Asia.14

In Sri Lanka the respective Councils of Justice of the three largest cities under VOC con-
trol, Colombo, Galle, and Jaffna, were considered the highest ranking courts—the first
being the highest appellate court on the island. Ordered below these councils were two
subordinate courts per district, the civil courts (civiele raden) and rural courts (landraden).
These two courts handled all the civil cases amongst the population of, respectively, the
urban and rural areas under Company control. The rural courts were specifically created
to relieve the colonial official who had formally been solely responsible for all matters
surrounding the local population and land tenure beyond the walls of the colonial cities.15

For a multitude of factors too complex to list here, conflicts amongst local land owners
(and their families) were frequent.16 Thus, the sheer amount of cases involving land
(either as a form of property or used as collateral in loans) necessitated the creation of
the Landraden in the 1740s.

To accommodate this legal pressure, but also to facilitate the exploitation of agricul-
tural surplus and caste-based labour, the Landraden would not only be responsible for
handling the legal conflicts (principally about land), but also for the compilation of the
thombo land and population registers. In an effort to increase their legibility of the hinter-
lands without relying on intel from local headmen, the Company had both indigenous and
VOC officials record all plots of land in the territories surrounding the cities of Jaffna,
Galle, and Colombo (and later also Batticaloa and Trincomalee in the east).17 While the
thombo was not a Dutch invention—rather it was introduced by the Portuguese colonisers
a century earlier based on local land registers called lēkam miti—it was for the first time
that the population and land of Sri Lanka’s colonised coastal regions would be recorded on
such a scale.18

While the local communities that were actually being registered were hesitant at
first, and regularly protested and sometimes even revolted during the registration pro-
cess, over time they became increasingly aware of the recognition that these registers
could offer to them. This recognition could prove vital in conflicts amongst themselves
in, for example, the earlier-mentioned legal conflicts, but also vis-à-vis the colonial

13 Dries Lyna and Luc Bulten, “Classifications at Work: Social Categories and Dutch Bureaucracy in Colonial Sri
Lanka,” Itinerario: Journal of Imperial and Global Interactions 45:2 (2021).

14 These laws were called plakkaten, roughly translated as “placards,” of which the ones meant for the VOC’s
territories in Sri Lanka were compiled and published by Lodewijk Hovy in 1991. Lodewijk Hovy, Ceylonees plak-
kaatboek: Plakkaten en andere wetten uitgevaardigd door het Nederlandse bestuur op Ceylon, 1638–1796, 2 vols.
(Hilversum: Verloren, 1991).

15 A much more detailed and sophisticated description of the history and workings of the Galle Landraad can
be found in Rupesinghe’s earlier cited book, Lawmaking in Dutch Sri Lanka. As the Colombo Landraad functioned in
a very similar fashion as the one from Galle as described by Rupesinghe, this segment of the article offers a sum-
marised and simplified overview of the Landraad as an institution based on her findings, as well as those pre-
sented in my aforementioned dissertation “Reconsidering Colonial Registration,” specifically chap. 1.

16 Primarily caused by the Company’s efforts to limit the availability of arable land for the local peasantry, out
of fear that the latter would clear the jungles in which cinnamon grew. See Kotelawele, “Agrarian Policies”;
Nirmal Ranjith Dewasiri, The Adaptable Peasant: Agrarian Society in Western Sri Lanka under Dutch Rule, 1740–1800
(Leiden: Brill, 2008).

17 Hovy, Ceylonees Plakkaatboek, Vol. 2, 863–7, 916–25.
18 K. D. Paranavitana, Land for Money: Dutch Land Registration in Sri Lanka (Colombo: Sridevi Printers, 2001),

58–60; Serrão, “The Portuguese Land Policies in Ceylon,” 189–90.
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government.19 This meant that the thombos were increasingly utilised as evidence by local
litigants as well.20 This dynamic makes the Landraad such a promising institution to study,
specifically in relation to the objectives of this special issue. The colonial knowledge pro-
duced by the colonial state in the form of the thombo registers was not only partially
caused by local interests, it was appropriated and directly utilised by local agents.
Moreover, people actively tried to negotiate what was in the thombos, and the outcome
of a court case could also change one’s entry in the registers, as we shall see later on
in this paper.21 The fact that the Landraad was the colonial court practically exclusively
used by indigenous litigants, in contrast to the other courts, makes it even more befitting.

Before moving on to the litigants and their legal conflicts, some final remarks are
needed about the workings of the Landraad. The court was made up by several council-
members of mixed ethnic and cultural backgrounds.22 There were three permanent mem-
bers, all of whom were white and direct servants of the VOC: the president (or the
so-called disāva), the vice-president, and the secretary. Then there was an inconsistent
number of commissioners who functioned as councillors who were of European,
Eurasian, and Sri Lankan origin. Additionally there were clerks, translators, and procur-
ators available to support the council, as well as a specific commissioner responsible
for the upkeep of the thombo records (the “thombo keeper”). Just like the Landraad of
Galle, the Colombo Landraad was situated a few (1.4) kilometres outside the colonial
fort area in a village called Hulftsdorp. This was not a coincidence, nor a matter of con-
venience. Hulftsdorp literally functioned as an intermediary space between the fort area
(which was only accessible for whites), and the hinterlands (where barely any Europeans
would go). Thus, close enough to the centre of colonial power to maintain the security for
the VOC officials working there, but far enough not to be a direct threat to the segregated
VOC headquarters within the confines of the fortifications. In that sense the Landraad also
literally functioned as the primary gateway for the people of the hinterlands seeking just-
ice, as it was the first step towards the colonial judicial system past the local chiefs (whom
functioned as arbiters for minor cases and conflicts in their respective regions).23

Consuming the Law? Litigants and the Colonial Court, 1767–76

Of the thirty-three Landraad cases sampled for this study, all but three disputes were
related to land. Either directly when there was disagreement over who was the rightful
owner of a piece of land, or indirectly when, for example, the land had been used as col-
lateral in a loan or was part of a larger conflict regarding the inheritance of an estate.24 It
is thus unsurprising that in 61 percent of these cases either one or both party/parties
requested an extract to be made of one of the thombo registers to put forward as evidence
to their case(s). Before we can make more significant statements about the impact of such
colonial registers as legal documents, we should look more closely at who these litigants
were. In short, who looked for justice in the colonial courtroom of the Landraad? What
was the gendered and socioeconomic make-up of the litigants? And what was the geo-
graphical reach of the court (i.e., what distance would litigants travel to have their

19 This is a simplified view of this complex process. For a more detailed account, see Bulten, “Reconsidering
Colonial Registration.”

20 Nadeera Rupesinghe, “Negotiating Custom. Colonial Lawmaking in the Galle Landraad” (PhD diss,, Leiden
University, 2016), 144–5.

21 Ibid.
22 Ibid., 30–5.
23 Ibid.
24 Earlier-mentioned database based on SLNA 1/4784, 4785, 4787, and 4789. From all the dossiers available

between 1767 and 1776, I opted to study them for every two years to gather a representative dataset.
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cases heard by a colonial council)? Answering these questions will help us determine not
only exactly which actors from which social group had access to the colonial knowledge
and institutions, but also which ones could negotiate, appropriate, and potentially have an
impact on both (and thus facilitate the looping effect).

Similar to what was found for Galle by Rupesinghe, the Colombo Landraad was a rela-
tively accessible court.25 For example, while most litigants, particularly the plaintiffs,
were men, and some of them came from the slightly higher echelons of society, it
could afford access to justice for more marginalised groups in society. When it comes
to gender, twenty-four of the thirty-three primary plaintiffs—which in case of a party
consisting of multiple plaintiffs was the one recorded as the principal one representing
the others—were men, as opposed to the seven female plaintiffs. It is telling that the num-
ber of female plaintiffs rises to thirteen if you count all the plaintiffswithinmulti-litigant par-
ties, however, in at least two such cases it were notmale representatives that were recorded as
the primary plaintiffs, but other women who ganged together to sue an opposing party
instead.26 Furthermore, women seem to have had as much a right to request extracts to be
made of their entry in the thombos as did men.27 In such situations, using the colonial legal
structures and knowledge producedby them(forexample, thatwhichwas recorded in the reg-
isters) could aid in protecting their property from family members who would potentially
have had the power to forcefully occupy a family’s estate otherwise.28

Similarly, in some cases people from lower classes of society could use the court to
challenge their higher-classed rivals. For example, in one case two brothers challenged
before the court a high-ranking chief (a mudaliyār) who had allegedly occupied their
father’s land and subsequently had it recorded in the thombos as his own.29 The brothers
argued that their father had rightfully owned the land as compensation for the fact that
he had helped clear the land, dug the canals, and finally aided in the cultivation of the
land for the mudaliyār. As the only heirs of their father, the land should now be theirs.
The mudaliyār initially disagreed, stating the brothers lost their claim when they left
their village (and father) behind. However, under pressure from the pending legal conflict,
the mudaliyār and the brothers managed to settle and make a new division of the land
with some of the Landraad’s indigenous commissioners as mediators. Considering the
very powerful position of the mudaliyār and the clear dichotomy in social status (as the
father of the plaintiffs had been a labourer in service of the chief), choosing to have
this conflict judged by the colonial court rather than facing the mudaliyār on his home
turf clearly afforded the brothers to force the regional headman into a settlement.30

Further emphasising the accessibility of the Landraad is the cultural and socio-
economic diversity of the individuals that opted for this colonial court to settle their
legal conflicts. Going by the social categories applied to the litigants by the clerks of

25 Rupesinghe, “Negotiating Custom,” 93–4.
26 E.g., three sisters who challenged their half-brother’s claim for a share of their collective father’s estate,

SLNA 1/4787, fol. 185–215: the case of Pantjinahamij, Kaloehamij, and Dona Natalia (daughters of the late lascarin
Malikeaatjige Battan nainde) v. Galheenege Kaloehamij, and her son Louis, fol. 188.

27 Interestingly, in a letter from governor Julius Valentyn Stein van Gollenesse (g. 1743–51) in which he
responded to protests made by local petitioners from the hinterland region of Siyane, he claimed the thombos
were intended to “help your women and children come the time that someone intends to steal their lawful pos-
sessions.” SLNA 1/2466, Drafts and translations of instructions issued by the Governor to native headmen. 1745
January 4–1767, fol. 16.

28 Rupesinghe, “Negotiating Custom,” 141, 153–4.
29 SLNA 1/4786, fol. 2-14, the case of Monnegoddege Louis and Joeanis Fernando v. Samerewire Goenesekere

mudaliyār of Raigam.
30 Additionally, there are known cases where the descendants of enslaved people used their entry as “free

people” in the registers to secure their freedom from the families that had owned their predecessors.
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the Landraad (see table 1), we can see that a wide array of people from many different
sociocultural standings utilised the council.31 What stands out is that besides a few
Eurasian/European individuals, almost all (close to 90 percent) litigants hailed from
local, or Asian, communities.32 While caste was often the central category in the thombos,
the Landraad seemed to have maintained either more proto-ethnic identifiers (like
“Sinhalese,” “Moors,” and “Chetties”), or they used one’s service title or occupation
(like the lascarins, the saparamādus, and the different kinds of headmen).33 This choice
was based on the fact that both one’s communal background and one’s title and subse-
quent duties had legal consequences.34 For example, local customs and laws differed

Table 1. Number of litigants based on social categorisation as applied by the Landraad, categories standardised by

author*

(Standardised)

Categorisation Description N

Sinhalese Present-day majority ethnicity in Sri Lanka, some sub-divided into castes

like the Āchāri (blacksmiths), or the Radā (washers), or into

indigenous ranks such as Lascarin (guards), Saparamādu (envoys),

Vidāne & Ārachchi (lower, administrative chiefs), or Mayorāl (village

headman)

60

Moor Muslim communities with South Indian roots 10

Chetty Tamil-speaking community found throughout Indian Ocean world,

primarily known as merchants

9

Burgher/free citizen/

Eurasian

Free citizens, often of European/Eurasian descent 9

Karāva Caste of fishermen, sometimes understood to be a Sinhalese caste, but

sometimes considered a separate social group

2

Tamil Present-day minority in Sri Lanka, categorised by the Dutch based on

their language (Tamil, called ‘Mallabar’ by the Dutch)

2

Paravar Seafaring group from South India, mostly fishermen and merchants 1

Unknown/unspecified 4

Total 97

Source: database of SLNA 1/4784, 4785, 4787 & 4789

*Meaning I have discerned the litigants’ social classifications based on a combination of their names, social categories given by clerks,

self-identification by actors, and caste. Note that I have accumulated those that were recorded by their caste under the

(proto-)ethnic category that was also used at the time (e.g. the members of the āchāri caste as Sinhalese). For a more broken down

report of the actors’ classifications: see Bulten, ‘Reconsidering Colonial Registration’, 252.

31 Much more can be said about the social categories that were applied by the VOC’s colonial institutions in Sri
Lanka, and the level of self-identification available for the agents that were being recorded. For an extensive
overview of the different layers of Company bureaucracy and the way social groups were represented in their
records, see Bulten and Lyna, “Classifications at Work.”

32 As observed in the aforementioned study of Schrikker and Lyna, “Threads of the Legal Web,” while the legal
institutions of the VOC in Asia were initially intended to be used to solve conflicts between VOC employees, by
the end of the eighteenth century most litigants using this judicial framework were indigenous.

33 Interesting here is the fact that the litigants attracted to the Landraad in Colombo seem to have come from
more diverse backgrounds, whereas in the Galle area it was almost exclusively members of the Sinhalese com-
munities (even though in Colombo the majority seemingly was Sinhalese as well, but by a much smaller percent-
age). This could be a result of the fact that the Colombo area in general seems to have been more diverse,
demographically speaking. For a comparison, see Rupesinghe, “Negotiating Custom,” 86.

34 Rupesinghe, “Negotiating Custom,” 86–7.
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significantly between the Sinhalese on the one hand and the Moors (maintaining a form
of Islamic law) on the other.

Basically each of these communities had their own arbiters yet chose the Landraad’s
jurisdiction instead for a variety of reasons. Often, it was clear intracommunal conflicts,
most prominently within families, that either could not be solved by the local authorities
(or they had failed to do so), or of which either party felt the outcome of the conflict
could be significantly swayed in their favour if they opted for the colonial court.35

However, several conflicts were also of an intercommunal nature and thus were perhaps
born out of necessity, because the litigants involved were either not willing or able to
have the conflict solved by either communities’ arbiters. We should be wary, however,
to jump to such conclusions, as in many such intercommunal cases it becomes very appar-
ent that the litigants in question were in fact very much members of the same social
world. Additionally, in many cases where witnesses were called before the court to testify,
these witnesses came from diverse social backgrounds and also clearly had direct relation-
ships with the litigant parties in question.36

A final indicator to determine which actors had explicit access to the Landraad, the
colonial knowledge produced there, and thus the possible ability to alter that knowledge,
was the litigants’ physical distance to the court. As was observed for Galle, the majority of
the litigants of the Colombo Landraad lived in close vicinity to the court.37 However, there
were several cases where plaintiffs, defendants, and/or witnesses came from much fur-
ther distances, sometimes repeatedly so. Specifically, the average litigant travelled thir-
teen kilometres (see tables 2 and 3).38 Travelling on foot via muddy footpaths through
the forested hills of southwestern Sri Lanka, this probably took half a day to a day.
This was the case for about fifteen out of the forty-one litigants for whom we could recon-
struct their residence at the time.39 For them, it is probable the Landraad was their first
choice to have their cases heard, especially if it considered conflicts surrounding land or
debts below a value of eighty rijksdaalders.40 Yet, some litigants were observed traveling up
to even fifty-eight kilometres—sometimes doing so several times as the trial progressed.
Witnesses for such cases would travel similar distances as well.41

All in all, while the Landraad’s most direct sphere of influence may have been within
the more “traditional” range of an early modern colonial institution (the port city and the
lands directly surrounding it), the social reach of the Landraad should not be underesti-
mated. In the words of Rupesinghe: “By the mid-eighteenth-century, the indigenous inha-
bitants were acquainted with the Landraad and its thombo registration, and were able to

35 Schrikker and Lyna, “Threads of the Legal Web,” 50–2.
36 Underlining the proposition made by Remco Raben that following ethnic or communal categories main-

tained by colonial bureaucracies could wrongfully suggest segregation where there was much more interaction
and social dynamics between such supposed groups. Remco Raben, “Ethnic Disorder in VOC Asia: A Plea for
Eccentric Reading,” BMGN—Low Countries Historical Review 134:2 (June 17, 2019), 115–28.

37 Rupesinghe, “Negotiating Custom,” 92–3.
38 Database of SLNA 1/4784, 4785, 4787, and 4789. The residence of forty litigant parties could be traced. One

outlier was removed (a litigant whose residence was said to be Thoothukudi, Tamil Nadu, India, but in reality
lived in Colombo for some months per year). The median travel distance was 7.7 kilometres, which can be
explained by the relatively large number of people living in or very near to Hulftsdorp, Colombo.

39 For some of them the exact neighbourhood or village was not discerned, so an average distance of about 1.5
kilometres to the court has been estimated.

40 In theory, though in practice sometimes cases are known that exceeded this supposed limit. Rupesinghe,
“Negotiating Custom,” 30.

41 An interesting thing to note here is that some of the litigants lived far away from each other, thus implying
that local agents had fairly large social networks—further countering the now debunked idea that early modern
agricultural societies in South Asia were fairly immobile. Corroborating the works of Dewasiri, The Adaptable
Peasant, 29–32; David Ludden, An Agrarian History of South Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
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use that knowledge in settling disputes.”42 As observed for both Galle and Colombo, this
acquaintance went well beyond the borders of the colonial cities. Additionally, as we have
seen, the Landraad also offered a space for more marginalised groups in society in their
struggle for justice, particularly women and lower-class individuals. In it, the thombos
could offer recognition and protection of property, and they were regularly brought for-
ward as evidence by local litigants, as we shall see below. Thus, it seems the Landraad and
their land registers allowed many different agents to access, utilise, and potentially alter
colonial knowledge.43

However, as was stated by Rupesinghe, the Landraad’s apparent “inclusiveness” should
not be overappreciated.44 She argued that access to indigenous legal systems would have
been available for both women and low-ranking individuals of society as well. Similarly,
the registration and recognition of property and personhood was not a novel, colonial
invention either. Locally produced documents—particularly the earlier mentioned olas,
inscribed by highly specialised clerks and scribes—seem to have been deeply manifested
into local society.45 In a way it was rather the local knowledge that would be included into
the colonial knowledge, rather than the other way around. Where indeed colonially pro-
duced knowledge (i.e., the thombos) was utilised by local litigants, it was almost always sup-
plemented with locally produced evidence in the form of the earlier-mentioned olas, but
also through witness statements and other modes of information transfer that were incred-
ibly valuable to local society.46 These supplements had an impact on colonial knowledge
and did alter what was known by the colonial state bureaucracy, as we shall see below.

Registration and Recognition? Utilising and Altering Colonial Knowledge

As was mentioned before, in twenty of the thirty-three studied Landraad cases, at least
one of either legal parties requested a thombo extract to be taken for them, or brought

Tables 2 & 3. Distance of plaintiffs and defendants respectively, categorised

Distance travelled <5 km 5–10 km >10 km

Number of plaintiffs 7 3 11

Distance travelled <5 km 5–10 km >10 km

Number of defendants 8 3 9

Source: database of SLNA 1/4784, 4785, 4787 & 4789

42 Rupesinghe, “Negotiating Custom,” 93.
43 This idea is further considered in my aforementioned dissertation, see: Bulten,“Reconsidering Colonial

Registration,” chap. 6.
44 Ibid., 92.
45 As was the case throughout early modern South Asia. See, e.g., Rosalind O’Hanlon and David Washbrook,

eds., special issue, “Munshis, Pandits and Record-Keepers: Scribal Communities and Historical Change in
India,” Indian Economic & Social History Review 47:4 (2010), 441–619; Bhavani Raman, Document Raj: Writing and
Scribes in Early Colonial South India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012); Sumit Guha, Beyond Caste:
Identity and Power in South Asia, Past and Present (Leiden: Brill, 2013); Hayden J. Bellenoit, The Formation of the
Colonial State in India: Scribes, Paper and Taxes, 1760–1860 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017); Rosalind O’Hanlon, Anand
Venkatkrishnan, and Richard David Williams, special issue, “Scribal Service People in Motion: Culture, Power
and the Politics of Mobility in India’s Long Eighteenth Century, c. 1680–1820,” Indian Economic and Social
History Review 57:4 (2020), 443–60.

46 Obviously, as was the case for practically all premodern societies, the statements of the elders of a commu-
nity or of religious leaders were arguably worth more than any written document could ever be.
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an existing extract of their entry in the register with them to court.47 Additionally, liti-
gants brought records of previous court cases, deeds signed by colonial officials, last
will and testaments compiled by colonial offices, and many other products of the colonial
knowledge-making process in a bid to compile sufficient evidence to support their
respective cases. It is apparent that local litigants understood the importance of evidence
within the Dutch-Roman legal framework, and were aware of the fact that producing a
colonial document as evidence could aid them in furthering their case.

The utilisation of such records as legal evidence by local actors was not inconsequen-
tial for the colonial state. The outcome of civil cases could alter what was known by the
state. To be more precise, in at least five of the thirty-three studied cases, the entry of a
land or family in the thombo had to be changed based on the outcome of the court case in
question.48 Additionally, as we shall see below, such changes to colonial documents could
be determined by locally produced evidence—such as witness statements and, more
importantly, the aforementioned ola documents. In this final segment of the paper I
want to explore this dynamic between colonial knowledge production and local knowl-
edge, specifically within the confines of the colonial courtroom. I will also reflect on
the impact it had on both local litigants and on colonial record keeping, and on the notion
whether we should thus call this process “colonial” knowledge production at all.

To come up with a meaningful comparison of the types of evidence employed by the
local litigants that utilised the Landraad’s judicial apparatus, we first have to determine
what we understand as evidence, and what we do not. In this case, evidence is defined
as documents—either paper or palm leaves—typically compiled for a purpose not related
to the court case itself, containing information that provides proof or information in favour
of the litigant presenting it to the court. I have only accepted self-gathered evidence, mean-
ing documents acquired by litigants outside of the courtroom to be brought into the court-
room and presented there to support their claims. So no (witness) statements before or at
the request of the Landraad, or (request) letters or olas sent to the council,49 nor thombo
extracts requested by the councilmembers rather than either legal party.

For the sake of argument, I have divided the types of evidence encountered in the
court cases into two broad categories: locally produced evidence and colonially produced
evidence—even though I would argue such binary understandings of these documents
would intellectually be quite unproductive given the entanglements between the two.50

That said, roughly all “locally produced evidence” stems from documents and knowledge
that were (largely) created outside of the colonial knowledge-making infrastructures.
Typically, such local knowledge and information was inscribed on olas. Specific examples
are wills/testaments (e.g., “testament ola”), written statements of witnesses (often via
olas), or other types of olas recording transactions, pawning, or inheritance matters.51

47 Database of SLNA 1/4784, 4785, 4787, and 4789.
48 This number could be much higher, but since there is a lack of verdicts as many cases were settled or dis-

continued before they could be concluded, it is difficult to trace them in the records.
49 Obviously the request or complaint letters with which litigants could request the Landraad to look at their

case were usually produced outside of the courtroom. Yet, they were produced by litigants with the intent to
convince the councilmembers that they were in their right within the confines of the legal conflict in question.
These were not documents that had any other purpose and were later reinstated as evidence, thus I did not count
them as evidence. They differ from witness statements that were written down outside of court (e.g., “witness
olas”), and brought to court as evidence by litigants in that the witness statements were actually used as evidence
to back the litigant’s claims. Thus such documents were counted as evidence.

50 For a much more detailed exploration of the materiality and utility of both paper and palm leaf documents
in colonial Sri Lanka, see Bulten and Lyna, “Material Pluralism and Symbolic Violence.”

51 However, it is important tonote that the colonial government alsoproduced olas, thus further suggesting that the
binary between locally and colonially produced has little added value beyond a purely argumentative one.
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Conversely, colonially produced evidence is evidence stemming from records created
by the formal colonial bureaucratic apparatus. Usually, such records were made on
paper, were created with a certain political purpose in mind, and had only become the
property of local litigants because the documents in question were granted to them
(e.g., as a copy, as proof, or as a receipt), or because the litigant in question requested
an extract to be taken of the original record (e.g., the thombos).52

While there were some cases where either or both parties failed to present evidence to
the council, the majority of the legal parties engaged in civil conflicts before the Landraad
did manage to bring forward documents to prove their claims.53 As was mentioned before,
practically all of these parties were local or Eurasian agents. Despite that, both the plain-
tiff and defendant parties in the cases studied had a slight preference for presenting colo-
nially produced evidence to the Landraad (see tables 4 and 5). The most common amongst
the colonially produced types of evidence were, unsurprisingly, the thombos (see table 6).
They were followed by several types of transcripts or receipts received from previous
court cases within the Dutch colonial legal system, as well as some land deeds. In the con-
text of the Landraad, it makes sense such documents were frequently cited by litigants.
Almost all conflicts regarded land, which the colonial state formally claimed full sover-
eignty over. Thus it made sense to use the documents created by this state to have
your property recognised through the state’s own bureaucracy.

To illustrate how the utilisation of colonial documents like the thombos by local liti-
gants worked in practice, let us zoom in on a specific case. On 17 July 1767, a man
named Koenje Tambie Sekadie Markair—self-identifying as a Moor headman and inhabit-
ant of Aluthgama—signed a document in which he confirmed that the three different
documents he had presented as evidence to the Landraad had been returned to his pos-
session after the Landraad’s secretary had taken copies of them.54 One of the documents
given back to him was an extract of the land thombo of the Kalutara district (see figure 1).
Koenje had used this extract to prove to the council members of the Landraad that he had
owned three plots of land in the vicinity of the village of Malewane. While it was not spe-
cified how Koenje had come into possession of this extract of the colonial register, normal

Tables 4 & 5. Source of types of evidence used by plaintiffs and defendants respectively

Evidence type plaintiffs

Exclusively locally produced Exclusively colonially produced Both types used

9 10 5

Evidence type defendants

Exclusively locally produced Exclusively colonially produced Both types used

Ibid. 11 3

Source: database of SLNA 1/4784, 4785, 4787 & 4789

52 Also here it is crucial that we do not underestimate how fluid reality was compared to this analytical dis-
tinction between the two. In the end, a majority of the paper records that the colonial bureaucracy produced was
in reality created by indigenous intermediaries working for colonial institutions.

53 Counting each individual piece of logged evidence, so if one litigant presented several different extracts
from different respective thombos, they were counted separately.

54 SLNA 1/4784, Iniage Simon, Pattirege Don Anthonij and Manage Don Bastiaan v. Koenje Tambij
Kanekapoelle Sekadie Markair, fol. 24–35, fol. 26.
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procedure would have it that he had visited the office of the thombo keeper, paid a twenty-
four stuiver fee, and received a copy of his entry in the register from one of the thombo
keeper’s clerks. It seems Koenje had owned this extract before ever needing it in a
court case—suggesting people like him kept records of their possessions as a precaution,
not just as a reaction to a legal conflict.55

It would turn out that Koenje’s prudence was not unwarranted, because sometime
before 17 July 1767, three local farmers had written a letter to the first officer of the
Landraad complaining that the plots Koenje owned were actually theirs.56 All three farm-
ers claimed that their families had cultivated the plots of land near Malewane for years,
before Koenje had supposedly struck a deal with several local members of the goygama
caste (landowners and agriculturists) to take them over. Koenje, in contrast, was able
to show the Landraad an ola stating that he had legitimately acquired one plot of land
through a purchase, and claimed he had owned the other two plots for as long as he
could remember.57 All three of the plots were also recorded in the thombo as his.
Crucially, Koenje had witnesses come to the Landraad to testify that when the thombo
registration process was ongoing several years ago, the claimants had been present, yet
had not objected to Koenje having the plots of land registered as his.58

The Landraad would end up believing Koenje’s defence, and confirmed his property
over the contested plots of land. Koenje’s record keeping had clearly helped him in having
his property recognised in, and protected by, a colonial court—and thus by extension the
colonial state. Additionally, this case highlights the importance of the thombo registration
process for local land owners, and that it mattered whether one was present during this
process to ensure one’s lands were properly recorded. A final element worth mentioning
is a claim made by the plaintiffs after the Landraad had already decided Koenje was in his
right to own and cultivate these lands.59 They said that one of the lands was smaller than

Table 6. Different types of colonially produced evidence presented by litigants of the Landraad

Evidence type Description N

Thombo extracts Extracts from land, head, and school thombos 31

Records of previous

court cases

Documents granted by colonial courts to (former) litigants, e.g. proving

ownership over a plot of land

7

Deeds granting land Typically the so-called “giftebrieven” (‘gift letters’) signed by the governor

or disāva granting land to individuals

6

Total 44

Source: database of SLNA 1/4784, 4785, 4787 & 4789

55 Database of SLNA 1/4784, 4785, 4787, and 4789, though several cases studied suggest there were also liti-
gants who requested a thombo extract to be taken after being challenged in court. In some other cases the
Landraad councillors could request the thombo keeper to present extracts of the relevant entries of the registers
to them. In the aforementioned “Material Pluralism and Symbolic Violence” article, Dries Lyna and myself reflect
furtherly on the cultural value of documents recognising family property.

56 SLNA 1/4784, fol. 24–26.
57 Next to the thombo extract, Koenje had also presented an ola recognising the fact that he had purchased one

of the plots of land from its previous owner.
58 Koenje did concur that several goygama farmers had been working these plots for him, in return for some of

the produce. Some of these farmers would also testify for Koenje. Koenje, self-identifying as a Moor and employ-
ing goygama farmers, is further evidence for the earlier-mentioned proposition by Raben in “Ethnic Disorder in
VOC Asia” that segregation in colonised Asian societies is often overestimated.

59 SLNA 1/4784, fol. 24–6.
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what was recorded in the thombo. While this did not change the verdict, the Landraad
did—crucially—order to have the excessive land recorded separately, and have it split
between Koenje and the three plaintiffs. I say crucially because it offers us a glimpse as

Figure 1. Map displaying the kōralē subdistricts of the Colombo disāvany (district), political situation post-1766,

(portrait).
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to how local actions could change what was recorded in the thombos (and thus what was
known by the colonial state).

In the end, the alteration to the thombo made after Koenje’s case was marginal, but
other cases show us that other legal conflicts could lead to more significant changes in
the colonial registers. At least six of the thirty-three cases regarded an allegedly faulty
thombo entry, or at least one that was countered by either litigant.60 In almost all of
those situations, either one or both legal parties presented alternative evidence to coun-
ter the information recorded in the register. To give an example, in July 1767 one
Barendigampollege Siman Perera from Mulleriyawa presented to the Landraad both a
transaction ola and an ola compiling several written testimonies supporting the claim
that his parents’ land had been divided amongst him and his seven siblings many years
ago.61 He did so to challenge his sister, Catharina, who had claimed the land was all
hers and was recognised as such in the thombo.

The conflict was caused by a share of his parents’ debt that Siman had inherited along
with his share of the land. To pay his debt, he had taken a loan from his sister, using the
land as collateral. Yet, when after three months Siman returned to his sister to pay her
back and reclaim his land, she had allegedly refused to return the land to him.
Moreover, it seems that in the meantime she had secured the land as her property in
the colonial registers.62 Indeed, the thombo entry presented to the Landraad confirmed
the land “was gifted by […] Adriaan Perera [the father] to his daughter Catharina
Perera for reasons unknown, and is in her possession since.”63

Probably thinking this would sufficiently persuade the Landraad into confirming her
status as landowner, Catharina did not mount any further legal defence. However,
Siman, as briefly alluded at before, brought the written testimonies (on olas) of several
witnesses from the village to testify for him. These individuals, many of them village
elders, vouched for Siman and said that it was known that the children of Adriaan
Perera all equally shared their late parents’ land. Subsequently, the Landraad decided it
sufficiently proven that Siman and his other siblings legally had a right to a share of
the land that was registered as fully owned by Catharina in the thombo at the time.
Catharina was to withdraw her claim and give access to the plot to Siman and their
other siblings.

However, the Landraad did more than that. They also ordered the thombo keeper to alter
the register. It was to be known without a doubt that the eight siblings each owned an
equal share,64 which apparently happened without any further objection from
Catharina. So while the colonial records had represented a reality beneficial to
Catharina, her brother was able to challenge this representation—using the knowledge
of witnesses and local documentation—and in the end change the paper reality as it
was known in the colonial registers at the time.

While in themselves cases like the ones described above do not seem very radical, the
frequency with which such cases led to alterations in the colonial records is noteworthy.65

The fact that local litigants utilised colonial knowledge to gain the upper hand in civil
conflicts is interesting in itself. However, the way in which local testimonies and ola
records could consistently impact the colonial body of knowledge is even more

60 Database of SLNA 1/4784, 4785, 4787, and 4789.
61 SLNA 1/4784, Barendigampollege Siman Perera v. Catharina Perera, fol. 46–56.
62 Ibid., fol. 46–8.
63 Ibid., fol. 51, r.
64 With the exception of one of the sisters who had sold her share to one of her brothers.
65 Something that is also very clearly obvious when opening any of the thombos that are still available in the

national archives in Colombo. They are filled with additions, clarifications, and rectifications, many of them
requested specifically by Lankan actors.
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fundamental—and subsequently suggests colonial archives are made up of more than just
the epistemology (and anxieties) of the colonisers alone, as was famously suggested by
Stoler.66

Rather, our current understanding of legal pluralism in colonial societies should be
enriched with the notion that colonial knowledge was largely produced through (re)nego-
tiations with local agents presenting local knowledge (and material) to colonial institu-
tions like the Colombo Landraad.67 This is important because colonial knowledge—like
in the thombo registers—was primarily created by the colonial state for the purpose of
extracting resources and revenue.68 Yet, it was at the same time appropriated, influenced,
and changed by local agents following their own ambitions.69 Like how the “categories” of
mental illness made up by medical experts and institutions were subsequently changed by
the behaviours of the categorised—as described by Hacking, and introduced earlier in this
special issue—the land registers recorded by the Landraad were constantly adapted at the
request of local litigants.70

That indigenous intermediaries, like clerks and translators, helped with the creation of
colonial knowledge is by now a well-known phenomenon.71 But the fact that this knowl-
edge was used and subsequently altered through the actions of (in this case) local litigants
is an area of study that is far less explored. Additionally, rather than through major acts of
resistance, colonial knowledge could be changed through much more mundane acts, like
protecting one’s legal rights or seeking recognition for one’s legal property. And as popu-
lations governed by (foreign) empires became more and more skilled in the “art of being
governed” over time, such acts would have increased in scale and variety, upholding the
aforementioned looping effect.72

Specifically for the Sri Lankan case, a colonial register that was aimed at supporting the
exploitation of agricultural produce and labour was turned into an instrument recognising
property—an instrument that could be altered by those registered, if need be. More
broadly speaking, this case exemplifies how we should reconsider the process through
which colonial knowledge was produced by looking at the way colonial registers and
other such documentation could be utilised and renegotiated by those that were docu-
mented by the bureaucracies of empires. Perhaps even more importantly, this idea forces
us to reflect whether such knowledge production processes were actually exclusively colo-
nial at all—and thus, whether we should be calling them colonial.

Concluding Remarks

To summarise and conclude, I have shown how an eighteenth-century colonial courtroom
in Colombo, Sri Lanka, not only afforded local litigants to utilise colonial knowledge to

66 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 2009).

67 For the legal context, some of the most famous examples are Benton, Law and Colonial Cultures; Tamar
Herzog, “Colonial Law and ‘Native Customs’: Indigenous Land Rights in Colonial Spanish America,” The
Americas 63:3 (2013), 303–21. On the question of materiality in the colonial archive, see Bulten and Lyna,
“Material Pluralism and Symbolic Violence.” Also see Rupesinghe, “Negotiating Custom.”

68 Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper, Colonialism in Question: Theory, Knowledge, History (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2005), 28–9.

69 According to Brubaker and Szreter (2012), registration as a phenomenon only worked when those “regis-
tered” could either influence what was registered or could in any other way benefit from the act of registration.

70 As well as through petitions. See Bulten, “Reconsidering Colonial Registration.”
71 Simon Schaffer, Lissa Roberts, Kapil Raj, and James Delbourgo, eds., The Brokered World: Go-Betweens and Global

Intelligence, 1770–1820 (Sagamore Beach, Mass.: Watson, 2009).
72 Szonyi, The Art of Being Governed.
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defend their property but offered them a chance to change said knowledge. I have done
so by presenting the case of the Landraad, or rural council, of Colombo, which was
established by the VOC in the eighteenth century. Specifically, I have studied thirty-
three civil court cases, primarily between Lankan and/or Eurasian actors, that were
taken on by the Landraad between 1767 and 1776. In doing so, I have first established
that the Landraad served as an intermediary judicial space between the colonial state
and the inhabitants of the hinterlands under VOC control in southwestern Sri Lanka.
At the same time I have highlighted how this institution was responsible for the regis-
tration of people and property to facilitate the exploitation of labour and taxable pro-
duce. However, these registers could also be used by local litigants to have their
property or estate recognised. Importantly, the question was who could do so, and to
what effect.

To answer these questions, I have, second, argued that the Landraad was accessible to
people from differing echelons of society. While most litigants embroiled in civil conflicts
before the Landraad were male, and of relatively high socioeconomic status, the court also
offered women and more subalternised groups of people a chance to litigate—and to poten-
tially impact the way their property was registered. Third, I have highlighted that local
actors frequently used documents produced by the colonial bureaucracy—specifically the
thombo land and population registers—as evidence to support their cases. Fourth, and
most importantly, I have shown that in doing so, these actors sometimes succeeded in per-
manently changing their entries in the very same colonial documents they utilised. This
happened, for example, when contrasting information was presented to the colonial
court in the form of written documents, e.g., on olas, or through witness statements.

Like how Ian Hacking proposed that the actions of the “categorised” could impact the
categories with which they were categorised, I argue that this renegotiation of colonial
documentation caused a similar looping effect. In this loop, the colonial state registered
colonised people and their property, whereupon the registered utilised said documents in
legal conflicts which in turn could change the knowledge itself when introducing new
knowledge.

All in all, I argue that by using the principle of colonial knowledge looping between the
colonial bureaucracy one the one hand and the behaviours of local agents on the other,
we can (and should) reconsider the process through which colonial knowledge was pro-
duced. Not only was the colonial knowledge production process influenced by indigenous
intermediaries—like clerks, guides, and translators—but it could also be renegotiated by
individual agents after the initial moment of documentation. While such individual
cases seem insignificant at first sight, on a greater scale this means that colonial knowl-
edge could both be appropriated and altered by local agents. In other words, colonial epis-
temologies should not be understood as mere foreign perceptions of indigenous societies,
but as the products of processes of negotiation and renegotiation between those docu-
menting and those documented—and as such should perhaps not be understood as exclu-
sively colonial at all.
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